Abstract: Purpose -The purpose of this paper is to enrich the conceptual vocabulary of organisational learning by discussing the relevance of the interdisciplinary work of Gregory Bateson, an original and challenging twentieth century thinker.
What is this `Learning Organisation' idea? I think of it as more like a story than a subject, one that has entailed all kinds of useful connections. Through it I have encountered the UK Learning Company conference, many good colleagues, and of course this journal. It has also proved to be fruitful for reflection on my experience both as an employee and as an educator supporting a professional learning community for some 15 years (a Masters programme for facilitators and consultants).
Once upon a time, then…. when doing postgraduate research in the early 1980's, my supervisors and other mentors ii introduced me to the writing of Gregory Bateson, `one of the most provocative social scientists of the twentieth century' (Rieber 1989 ).
Bateson has influenced much thinking about organisational learning (Roach & Bednar 1997; Visser 2007) and, as Engeström ( 2001) points out, offers the field some useful and uncommon insights; indeed his ideas not so much add to thinking about the Learning Organisation as turn it upside down. This article is by way of tribute to Bateson's contribution.
One of my fellow students in the 1980's, Peter Hawkins, was investigating the workings of learning communities (which he claims was the first doctoral study of the learning organisation). Peter not only shared an enthusiasm for Bateson (Hawkins 2004 ) but also introduced me to the Sufi teaching stories featuring the Mulla Nasrudin, which have been collected by Idries Shah (Shah 1983a; Shah 1983b; Shah 1993) iii . Here is one such story:
Mulla Nasrudin used to stand in the street on Recognising that organisational learning always involves a relational context, which people recursively shape, interpret and re-interpret as part of the learning process, overturns the notion that `learning' has a linear trajectory within a known context that is defined by managers and that functions as some outer container for action:
It is replaced by a circular model, in which managers are participants too, and in 'It's a Snark' was the sound that first came to their ears, And seemed almost too good to be true.
Then followed a torrent of laughter and cheers:
Then the ominous words 'It's a Boo-' (Carroll 1974:94) The Snark, assumed to be a desirable prize, apparently turns out to be a Boojum -a frightening, devouring monster. One moral of this story is `be careful what you wish With few exceptions (e.g. Contu, Grey, & Örtenblad 2003; French & Bazalgette 1996) learning organisations are seen as desirable, and `learning' as universally a good thing. There is a sense in which such thinking is in denial because it ignores the shadow side of learning, and the many ways in which behaviour and ideas are regulated in organisational structures. Learning is emotional and has subversive potential. It is perilous and risky; people do not always live happily ever after, as in some sanitised Disney version of a fairy tale. Organisations will continue to search for Snarks, with scarcely a mention of Boojums -until they inconveniently appear.
Offsetting these tendencies, it is encouraging to find thinking about organisational learning that is informed by fields such as psychodynamics and critical management studies. Otherwise there is a temptation to regard organisational learning as something that rational people can do and will do, if only they are shown how. My experience, for example, in the learning community of our Masters programme, tells me that this is far from the case. This kind of enquiry is highly challenging to each and every person engaged because, for example, it confronts us with our own shadow side. Nor Effective composition, which I suggest we can treat as analogous to organisational learning, is, to use a term from theories of complexity, emergent (Goldstein 1999) . By contrast, much effort seems to be put into TaTitos' third method, represented by commercial solutions that are based on rational, planned change.
Bateson's work inverts the common assumption that change in organisational performance will follow from the acquisition of new knowledge and skills. His theory of learning, based on observations of a dolphin being trained (Bateson 2000:276-8 to new circumstances we stop learning. We may be performing skilfully and highly effectively, but not differently any more (in his theory of levels of learning, Bateson calls this `Learning 0'). This supports the logic that organisations would need to keep introducing difference in order to stay at `the edge of chaos' as Stacey et al ( 2000) put it
My experience as an employee is that new contexts, which are often temporary, have been among the most fertile for organisational learning. I recall examples such as a national quality assurance inspection that engaged my (then) academic department in new types of interaction; supervision for the staff team of our Masters' programme;
and more everyday differences in context such as conversations with colleagues in coffee shops.
Sometimes, these transient shifts are genuinely temporary; sometimes they catch on, like viruses, and spread and survive. Might we focus therefore on pursuing organisational learning through creating temporary contexts that can generate these shifts of pattern, knowing that many of these shifts will be transient? Haynes and Price ( 2004) , who study connectivity in working environments using principles from complexity theory, is relevant here. The logic is that increased interaction enhances the emergence of new ideas (memes) and practices, some of which will `survive', even though the specific nature of these new ideas and practices can neither be predicted nor micro-managed. THAT REMINDS ME OF A STORY.' (Bateson 1979:22) For Bateson, stories are an example of the significance of the aesthetics of human systems, or `responsiveness to the pattern which connects' (Bateson 1979:17 (Maturana & Varela 1998) , and complexity theory.
